Q ue e n s lan d S p i n a l C o r d I n j u r i e s S e r v i c e What is Spasticity? Spasticity is a common side-effect following a spinal cord injury (SCI) due to increased reflex activity and can be defined as a velocity dependent increase in muscle tone or muscle stiffness.
T R A N S I T I O N A L R E H A B I L I T A T I O N P R O G R A M
Spasticity can occur in any part of the body that is affected by the SCI e.g. legs, trunk and/or arms. Spasticity can cause:
• involuntary muscle contractions or muscle spasms such as sudden jerky movements of your limbs • stiff or tight muscles when trying to move the limbs • clonus (repetitive up and down movement e.g. of the foot on the footplate) • pain and weakness Spasticity presents in different ways and can range from mild to severe. Spasticity can begin to present any time after your injury -from a few hours, to weeks or even months after your initial injury.
What is a Reflex? A reflex is a movement or action that occurs without a command from the brain. For example, jerking away from a hot object is a reflex and it happens quickly and automatically.
Why does Spasticity Occur? Spasticity occurs after SCI because the reflexes can not be controlled properly by the brain. The messages that the brain would normally send down the spinal cord to inhibit the reflexes cannot pass the area where the spinal cord has been injured. The reflexes then become uncoordinated and uncontrolled so the limb moves in a jerky, erratic way.
What Triggers the Spasticity? Touching or moving the limb, stretching or moving the muscles, pressure or pain may all be enough to start a spasm and it may then be difficult to stop.
www.health.qld.gov.au/qscis Q ue e n s lan d S p i n a l C o r d I n j u r i e s S e r v i c e In some cases, medications can be injected directly into a muscle or the nerve supplying the muscle to help with reduction in spasticity.

Some important points to know about these blocks are:
• they work very well for some people but they are not suitable for everyone • they are not permanent and may need to be repeated • they sometimes cause loss of feeling or loss of movement in the skin and muscles that are supplied by the nerve • they can sometimes be painful if you have any feeling You should talk to your doctor or physiotherapist if you would like to know more about these treatments.
Intrathecal Medications
Some individuals with very severe spasticity that cannot be controlled using other methods may be assessed for insertion of an intrathecal pump device. This device delivers medication, usually baclofen, directly into the fluid surrounding the spinal cord.
The system consists of:
• a reservoir, which is surgically implanted into the stomach wall • a fine plastic tube which runs into the spinal fluid It has the advantage that the dose of baclofen used is much less than with tablets and therefore there are fewer side effects. BUT:
• it involves a fairly major surgical procedure • there are some risks involved • the pump needs to be refilled on a regular basis This treatment is not suitable for everyone and you would need to undergo a thorough assessment at the Spinal Injuries Unit to determine if you would be suitable or would benefit from the pump. 
